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Nelson, Lynn, M.A., Spring 2018

Linguistics

Internal Structure of Semelfactive Predicates in English
Chairperson: Dr. Leora Bar-el
This thesis presents an analysis of the internal structure of semelfactive
predicates. I propose that the lexical aspect class of semelfactives consists of three
sub-categories: (i) semelfactive predicates with internal plurality, (ii) semelfactive
predicates which are uni-directional and (iii) semelfactive predicates with
plurality of participants. Based on these sub-categories, I further propose that the
feature of instantaneity attributed to semelfactives (Smith 1997), should not be
used, as semelfactives are in actuality not instantaneous events. Furthermore, I
propose that an additional feature of atomicity, which distinguishes between
events with plurality and those without, should be added to the binary features of
lexical aspectual classes in order to mark a distinction between semelfactives and
activities.
In order to arrive at these proposals this thesis examines data collected from
native English speakers across a range of predicates (including predicates which
have been classified as semelfactives in the literature as well as predicates which
have not been analyzed in the literature). A series of tests were applied to these
predicates in order to determine their potential internal structure.
This thesis has several implications. First, it provides a better understanding of the
feature of single occurrence which is often attributed to semelfactives (Smith,
1997). Second, it provides a means of accounting for some variation within the
class of semelfactives. It has implications for the relation between semelfactives
and other lexical aspect classes. Finally, it provides a series of tests which can be
used both on English predicates as well as cross-linguistically to examine the
internal structure of semelfactives.
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1. Introduction
This thesis seeks to expand upon the current literature relating to the lexical
aspect class of semelfactives. I examine the internal structure of predicates which have
been previously classified as semelfactives (Smith 1997, Levin 2007, Kiss 2011).
Furthermore, I examine the internal structure of predicates which have not been classified
at all in the literature and some which have been classified in the literature as belonging
to different lexical aspect classes. My goal is to determine the internal structure of
semelfactives, what role verbal plurality plays in the structure of semelfactives, and what
effects an understanding of this internal structure has on the features used to identify
semelfactives as separate from other classes of lexical aspect. I propose that
semelfactives are composed of three sub-categories. Furthermore, I argue that one of
these sub-categories illustrates internal event plurality which allows for sub-events or
repeated events within the single-occurrence feature of semelfactive predicates.
Semelfactives are defined as being the single occurrence of an event which has
repeated actions, result in no change of state and are instantaneous (Smith 1997).
Examples of this include sentences such as those seen in (1) and (2) below:

(1) He knocked on the door (once)
(2) She coughed (once)

In (1) there is just one knock and in (2) there is just one cough. This differs from
sentences like those found in (3) and (4) below. When in the present progressive like the
sentences in (3) and (4) there is a stronger reading of iterativity otherwise known as
repeated action:
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(3) He is knocking on the door
(4) She is coughing

In (3) and (4) the acts of knock and cough take on iterative readings where the actions
knock and cough have happened multiple times. There are however disagreements in the
literature about some of these features used to define lexical aspect classes. In particular
the literature varies on whether instantaneous is an appropriate feature to apply to
semelfactives (Rothstein 2004) and whether multiple occurrences alter the lexical class of
the predicates (Smith 1997, Vendler 1967).
Existing literature on semelfactives shows disagreement such as whether
semelfactives are more achievement-like (Smith 1997) more activity-like (Rothstein
2004) or perhaps lie somewhere in between (Kiss 2011). These three proposals each
categorize semelfactives as a separate aspectual class. However, they vary with respect to
which aspectual classes semelfactives are considered to be the most similar to: based on
the binary features (e.g. durativity and telicity) that distinguish between the classes.
These similarities are indicative of the relationships between all classes of lexical aspect.
A better understanding of the internal structure of semelfactives allows us to
account for how semelfactives relate to the other aspectual classes such as whether they
are more activity or achievement like. Rothstein (2004) argues that semelfactives are
more activity-like in part because of her proposal that semelfactives have internal
structure which prevents them from being “truly” instantaneous events like achievements.
Thus, if internal structure is evidence for semelfactives being more distinct from
achievements, then it is important to closely examine what that internal structure is.
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I argue that it is also important to understand what a single occurrence of an event
may encode. This is particularly true as iterative forms often take activity readings. Since
I propose that semelfactives are not in fact instantaneous events, then a new binary
feature is necessary in order to distinguish semelfactives from activities. The addition of a
feature accounting for single occurrence could solve this issue and as such it is important
to be clear on what constitutes a single occurrence of an event. As the literature often
mentions single occurrence in the definition of semelfactives (Smith 1997) but does not
provide any additional definition of what exactly a single occurrence is it is important to
examine what action or actions might be encoded within such an occurrence.
I propose that semelfactive predicates are composed of three sub-categories: (i)
semelfactives with internal plurality, (ii) semelfactives which are uni-directional, and (iii)
semelfactives with plurality of participants. It is possible predicates may at times fall into
more than one of these sub-categories depending on usage but overall I believe them to
be distinct. Examples of the three types of semelfactives can be seen in (5), (6) and (7)
below:

(5) flap, flutter (INTERNAL PLURALITY)
(6) cough (UNI-DIRECTIONAL)
(7) glitter (PLURALITY OF PARTICIPANTS)

I argue that there are two types of internal plurality: (i) multiple sub-event and (ii)
repetitive sub-event. I do not consider these two forms to be separate sub-categories but
rather different kinds of internal plurality.
There are several implications that arise from this thesis. Firstly, as there is a
disagreement in the literature about whether or not semelfactives are instantaneous, my
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proposal that semelfactives have internal structure indicates that instantaneousness is not
an accurate feature for semelfactives. In this I agree with Rothstein’s argument that
semelfactives are not “truly” instantaneous and thus the feature should not be attributed
them.
Second, a better understanding of elements such as internal structure and verbal
plurality in relation to semelfactives reveals how semelfactives relate to other types of
lexical aspect (activities and achievements in particular). Based on this I argue that the
current binary feature of [-durative] is not accurate in the categorizing of semelfactive
predicates and as a result a new feature must be added in order to maintain a distinction
between semelfactive predicates and activities.
Third, a proposal of sub-categories within the class of semelfactives demonstrates
that variations occur within a lexical class while still meeting the overall features used to
define the classes. This has two important implications: (i) accounting for these variations
while still meeting features that define semelfactives as a separate class, supports
literature that discusses semelfactives as a separate class such as Smith, as opposed to
literature that makes no mention of semelfactives as a separate class like Vendler, (ii) this
study also provides insight into a wider range of predicates than has been presented in the
literature; this insight adds to our understanding of this underexplored lexical class.
This thesis also contributes to the understanding of how semelfactives function in
English by looking at the semantic entailments of semelfactives. An understanding of the
features encoded by semelfactives predicates illustrates how they can be identified in
languages like English which do not mark semelfactives morphologically. It may also
have implications for languages which do mark semelfactives morphologically (e.g.
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Slavic languages) (Smith 1997) in which semelfactive markers may at times be applied to
predicates which do not necessarily fit all of the features currently associated with
semelfactives (Nesset 2013).
This thesis is organized as follows. In Chapter 2 I discuss background literature
on the Aktionsart classes, semelfactives and verbal plurality and how the literature relates
to the research goals of this thesis. In Chapter 3 I present and analyze the data which was
collected from participants for this study. I use the data collected to argue for three
different sub-categories of semelfactives and discuss what this data reveals about the
internal structure of semelfactives. In Chapter 4 I present my conclusions from this
study, the implications of this analysis for the study of lexical aspect, and issues for
further research.
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2. Theoretical Background on Lexical Aspect and Event Plurality

2.1 Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of the Aktionsart classes and how various
models have approached the issue of identifying which predicates belong to which
classes. In this chapter, I also examine a variety of literature of the aspectual class of
semelfactives and verbal plurality. In looking at the distinguishing features assigned to
the classes used in these models, the importance of features such as durativity, telicity,
dynamicty, countability, and internal structures arise. Furthermore, this section will
provide an in depth look at the class of semelfactives, the features typically assigned to
them, and explore whether all of these features are appropriate descriptions of
semelfactives. In section 2.2 I discuss the Aktionsart classes and various models that have
been proposed to account for all of the classes of lexical aspect. In 2.3 I provide an
overview of semelfactives and explore what different authors have proposed regarding
the features that distinguish semelfactive predicates. In 2.4 I present literature on verbal
plurality and discuss its relation to semelfactives.

2.2 Aktionsart
Vendler (1967) proposed four different classes of lexical aspect, also known as
Aktionsart and situation aspect (Smith 1997). These are accomplishments, states,
activities and achievements. Since Vendler’s proposal, others have proposed revised
classifications. These revisions have included the additions of new classes of lexical
aspect such as semelfactives, the identification of binary features that can be used to
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classify predicates, and discussions of other non-binary features such as countability and
the role that these non-binary features play in lexical aspect classes. These revisions also
explore issues that Vendler noted, such as the possibility of a verb being categorized into
different classes depending on sentence level context. In the following subsections I will
discuss Vendler’s proposal of the Aktionsart classes as it provides an overview of lexical
aspect. I also outline Mourelato’s (1978) inventory of aspectual classes which focuses on
the similarities between accomplishments and achievements (the latter being the class
that semelfactives are most often compared to), and Moen’s (1987) classification which
includes an early identification of the fifth type that Smith (1997) later classifies as
semelfactives.

2.2.1 Vendler (1967)
This sub-section provides a closer look at Vendler’s (1967) classifications of
lexical aspect in English. Vendler’s proposal provides valuable background on what the
lexical aspect classes are, and how they can be distinguished based on time schemas.
Vendler’s classifications are based on the idea that verbs can be categorized into different
classes based on time schemas presupposed by different verbs. Vendler argues that the
four classes of lexical aspect are states, activities, accomplishments and achievements.
The features that Vendler uses to distinguish among his four classes are continuousness,
terminal point (when or if an eventuality ends), and duration (length of time an
eventuality goes on for).
States are non-continuous and occur over a duration of time; activities are
continuous and do not have an inherent terminal point; accomplishments are continuous
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and have an inherent terminal point; and achievements are non-continuous and occur at a
specific moment in time (lack duration). Examples (8)-(11) illustrate the four classes:

(8)
(9)
(10)
(11)

He writes (ACTIVITY)
He writes a letter (ACCOMPLISHMENT)
She summits the mountain (ACHIEVEMENT)
She loves him (STATE)

In (8), the predicate writes is ongoing and there is no inherent time when it will end. In
(9) the predicate writes a letter is ongoing but there is an inherent endpoint which will be
when the letter is completed. In (10) the predicate summits the mountain is not ongoing
and occurs at a specific moment in time which is the moment the mountain top is
reached, and, in (11) the predicate loves is not ongoing and occurs over time. In other
words it can be stated that she loved him for five years, giving a definite amount of time
during which the act of loved took place.
Vendler acknowledges that his classifications are not absolute as many predicates
may fall into more than one of his four classes depending on other factors such as
sentence-level context. He presents the predicate saw as an example of this. As Vendler
explains in a sentence such as (12) below the act of saw can be an achievement:

(12) At that moment I saw him (Vendler 1967: 113)

In this example the act of saw is not ongoing and occurs at a specific moment in time.
This leads to it being categorized as an achievement. But in a sentence like (13) below
the act saw gets an activity reading:

(13) I saw him write the letter
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In (13) because the act of saw is combined with the act of write the letter, duration is
added to the event. Thus saw remains ongoing but does not occur at a specific moment in
time, but rather over the amount of time it took for the letter to be written.

2.2.2 Mourelatos (1978)
Mourelatos (1978) argues that accomplishments and achievements should be
grouped into the same class. This categorization of accomplishments and achievements
together is important to consider since comparisons are sometimes drawn between
semelfactives and achievements. However, as semelfactives are rarely if ever compared
to accomplishments Mourelatos’ classification presents an interesting question about how
semelfactives might relate to the class of accomplishments. Mourelatos also shows how
countability can play an important role when examining the Aktionsart classes and how it
may vary depending on whether the countability is internal or external.
Mourelatos argues for three classes: events, processes, and states. According to
Mourelatos’ inventory, accomplishments and achievements both belong to the category
of event. For Mourelatos the important distinction that marks accomplishments and
achievements as being in the same class while states and processes (activities) each
constitute their own class is countability. He discusses the count/mass distinction often
attributed to nouns in which some nouns are countable (e.g., dog) and other nouns are
non-countable mass nouns (e.g., water). Mourelatos argues that such a distinction plays
an important role in the classification of verb types as well. He states that events
(accomplishments and achievements) are countable, while non-events (states and
activities) are not.
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Mourelatos also discusses the distinction between the countability of the situation
(the event itself) and the occasion (the time when the event occurs). He argues that these
two different types of countability play an important role in understanding alternate
readings of sentences such as (14) below. In (14) the sentence can be read two different
ways depending on whether three times refers to the situation knocked or the occasion
(different points in time when knocked occurred):

(14) He knocked on the door three times (Mourelatos 1978: 426)

According to Mourelatos this sentence has two possible interpretations. The first, which
involves external countability, is that he knocked on the door once, on three separate
occasions, and the second, which involves internal countability, is that he knocked on the
door three times during one occasion. These two different readings illustrate the
importance of taking count into consideration when looking at lexical aspect. It also
provides an example of external countability in which it is the number of times the event
of knocked at the door occurred and internal countability in which it is the number of
times knocked occurred on one occasion.

2.2.3 Moens (1987)
Moens (1987) provides an early distinction of a fifth type of lexical aspect; Smith
(1997) would later classify these predicates as semelfactives. Moens also provides further
insight into how predicates may vary in their categorization based on sentence-level
context.
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Moens adds a fifth class to Vendler’s four Aktionsart classes which Moens calls
point. Moens divides the classes between States and four different Events based on
boundedness. In other words there is the class of States which is not bounded and four
classes of Events which must start and end at relatively clear points in time because they
are bounded. The four classes of Events are culmination (Vendler’s achievement),
culminated process (Vendler’s accomplishment), point (Smith’s semelfactive) and
process (Vendler’s activity). The distinction among these four Event types in Moens
model is based on the features of Atomicity (a distinction between events which have
successive phases or plurality [+ atomic] and events which do not [-atomic]) and
Culmination (a distinction between events which result in a change of state
[+consequence] and events which do not result in a change of state [-consequence]).
Events which are [-atomic] are considered to be extended in this model. Moens’
groupings based on these features can be seen in Figure 1 below:
Figure 1 Moens’ Model of Lexical Aspect
EVENTS
+consequence
Atomic
(+atomic)
Culmination

Extended
(-atomic)
Culminated Process

recognize, spot, win the
race
Point

build a house, eat a
sandwich
Process

hiccough, tap, wink

run, swim, walk, play
the piano

-consequence

STATES

understand, love,
know, resemble

(Moens 1987: 57)

According to Moens, points are atomic events without consequence, essentially events
which occur instantaneously and have no resultant state. These are the same features
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which Smith (1997) ascribes to semelfactives. Furthermore, the predicates that he
categorizes within this class hiccough, tap and wink are predicates which are classified as
semelfactives in the literature (Smith 1997).
Moens also presents a detailed diagram showing how predicates might transition
from one class to another based on a variety of factors such as culmination and iteration.
While culmination is one of the event classes the Moens presents in his model, he also
uses the term as a binary feature of whether or not an event has a terminal point.
According to Moens a change in a feature such as culmination due to added context can
result in a predicate transitioning from one class to another. Moens uses the term
'permissible' to account for the possible transitions between lexical classes. This seems to
suggest that Moens views transitions between some lexical classes to not be possible.
This can be seen in Figure 2:
Figure 2 Moens’ Permissible Transitions

(Moens 1987: 61)
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Moens uses Figure 2 as a way of illustrating “permissible transitions” between aspectual
classes. Arrows with parenthesized labels show “…event descriptions that cannot be read
off directly from the way the aspectual network is structured…” (60). Arrows with labels
marked with plus (+) or minus (–) indicate changes which occur due to the addition (+) or
subtraction (-) of those features. Based on this chart when a process predicate undergoes
the addition of the culmination feature it becomes a culminated process. An example of
this can be seen in (15) below in which the first form he runs is a process but when
culmination is added to he runs a race it becomes a culminated process or
accomplishment:
(15) He runs + culmination → He runs a race

This chart also shows how factors such as repetition (iteration) might change one class
such as point into another class such as process as can be seen in (16) below in which the
first form she hiccoughs (once) is a point, but when iteration is involved then it becomes
a process:
(16) She hiccoughs (once) + iteration → She hiccoughs (repeatedly)

Figure 2 illustrates the idea that Vendler alluded to when he explained how lexical aspect
was not fixed and predicates could move from one class to another depending on other
factors.
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2.2.4 Summary
In this section I have reviewed Vendler’s proposal of lexical aspect classes,
Mourelatos’ three lexical aspect classes including his discussion of the importance of
countability as a feature when distinguishing between lexical aspect classes and Moens’
five lexical aspect classes, and how factors such as iteration can coerce a different
reading of the predicate. Mourelatos’ model highlights the importance of considering
how semelfactives relate to other classes of lexical aspect, including the class of
accomplishment which they are rarely compared to in the literature. Furthermore
Mourelatos' discussion of countability shows how boundedness can be used as a feature
of lexical aspect classes. Moens presents a class of predicate which he calls point that
appears to be the same as semelfactives. However, Moens categorizes this class in part
due to a feature of atomicity regarding whether the event could have plurality.
Mourelatos and Moens focus on boundedness and atomicity illustrating the importance of
an additional binary feature to account for the single occurrence descriptor of
semelfactives.

2.3 Semelfactives
In addition to Vendler’s four Aktionsart classes, a fifth type of lexical aspect
which this thesis focuses on, is semelfactives. These were proposed by Smith (1997) and
they follow the features attributed to the class of point by Moens (1987). Smith explains
that the term semelfactive comes from the Latin semel meaning ‘once’ and is used in
Slavic linguistics for suffixes which indicate single events. She proposes that this class of
predicate can also be applied to languages such as English which do not mark
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semelfactives morphologically. This section provides an overview of how semelfactives
have been defined in the literature and some issues that have arisen in the literature
regarding these definitions.

2.3.1 Smith (1997)
Smith’s (1997) model of lexical aspect assumes Vendler’s four classes of activity,
accomplishment, achievement and state. However, she adds the class of semelfactive to
this model and uses three binary features [+/- static], [+/- durative] and [+/- telic] in order
to determine into which of these five classes predicates are categorized. These features
help to support Smith’s claim that semelfactives should be considered a separate class
from those proposed by Vendler by illustrating distinctions between semelfactives and
the other classes.
According to Smith, [+static] events do not have motion (e.g., know), while [static] events do (e.g., run), [+durative] events take time (e.g., run a race), while [durative] events do not (e.g., win a race), and [+telic] events have natural endpoints or
change of state (e.g., break), while [-telic] events do not (e.g., flash). Categorization of
predicates based on these features can occur at the level of a bare verb as well as at a
sentential level as was seen with Moens’ (1987) permissible changes between classes. A
chart showing the features associated with each of the five classes is given in Figure 3
below:
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Figure 3 Smith’s Lexical Aspect Features
Situations
Static
Durative
States
[+]
[+]
Activities
[-]
[+]
Accomplishments
[-]
[+]
Semelfactives
[-]
[-]
Achievements
[-]
[-]
(Smith 1997: 20)

Telic
[-]
[-]
[+]
[-]
[+]

Figure 3 also illustrates how the feature system can be used to mark the differences
between predicates since each of the five classes varies by at least one binary feature.
Smith’s model differs from Vendler’s in its use of binary features, and from Mourelatos’
in its use of five classes rather than three. Smith’s model is most similar to Moens’,
however Smith uses the feature instantaneity which is indicated by [-durative] in the chart
above as the defining feature between semelfactives and activities, where Moens uses the
feature atomicity. Thus in Smith’s model the difference between semelfactives and
activities is that semelfactives lack duration (i.e. occur instantaneously) while in Moens’
model the focus on atomicity accounts for the fact that semelfactives are events which
have successive phases (i.e. plurality) while activities are not.
According to Smith, semelfactives are predicates which are [-static] (they involve
movement), [-telic] (they do not involve a change of state) and [-durative] (they occur
instantaneously). She also argues that semelfactives are a single occurrence of what is
often an iterative action such as cough or knock. Smith argues that when the action is
iterative such as coughed for an hour then these become multiple-event Activities. Since
duration is added when the event is iterative it results in a reading with the features of an
activity. This is illustrated in (17) and (18) below where sentence context in the form of
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for an hour is added that results in an iterative reading and that categorizes the predicate
as an activity rather than a semelfactive:

(17) Mary coughed (SEMELFACTIVE)
(18) Mary coughed for an hour (ACTIVITY) (Smith 1997: 18)

Smith classified the predicate in (17), with no additional context, as a semelfactive.
However, in (18) the addition of the phrase for an hour creates an iterative reading. This
iterative reading is due to the fact that a single cough is unlikely to last for an entire hour,
so in order for Mary to cough for an hour there is an assumption that she did so more
than once. Due to this iterative reading Smith classifies it as being a derived activity.
However, as Smith’s discussion of ‘single occurrence’ focuses on the duration of
the event, it does not fully clarify what can take place within that occurrence. For
example, some predicates have verbal plurality which might include multiple events or
events consisting of multiple small parts (Mithun 1999, Cusic 1981, Hofherr 2010).
Therefore, if a verb has plurality and consists of multiple small parts, then at what point
will it be considered a single occurrence. I argue that it is allowable for all of those small
parts to be completed one time, even if this requires some small duration, and for that to
be considered a single occurrence of the event. As an example, if in order for someone to
blink they must close and open their eyes, then one act of closing and one act of opening
may occur as a single occurrence of that blink.
Smith also discusses countability in relation to lexical aspect. She argues that telic
events are countable while atelic events are not. Thus, accomplishments are countable
events while activities are not countable events. This can be seen in the examples in (19)
and (20) below where the atelic activity he played sonatas cannot be counted as there is
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no terminal point. Without knowing when the playing of sonatas ends there is no way of
counting how many sonata playing events took place. In (20) however the sentence he
played a sonata, a telic accomplishment, has a clear terminal point when that one sonata
is finished. Since it is clear when this event ends, it would be possible to count how many
sonata playing events took place. In other words, one could say he played six sonatas
which would still be a telic accomplishment with a different count of how many sonatas
were played:

(19) He played sonatas (ACTIVITY: atelic)
(20) He played a sonata (ACCOMPLISHMENT: telic) (Smith 1997: 20)

Smith states that the bare plural in (19) and the count noun in (20) mark the distinction
between telic and atelic. This is because the count noun in (20) indicates a specific
terminal point while the bare plural in (19) does not mark any terminal point.
According to Smith while semelfactives may take some small discernible amount
of time, it is of small enough duration for them to be considered instantaneous like
achievements. As duration results in an iterative reading occurs, such as was seen in (18)
above it is necessary according to Smith, for semelfactives to be instantaneous. Thus,
according to Smith semelfactives are distinct from achievements due to telicity and
distinctive from activities due to durativity. This distinction between semelfactives and
activities is also shown by the fact that semelfactives can easily occur with punctual
adverbs, as illustrated in (21):

(21) She tapped his shoulder at noon (Smith 1997: 46)
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As Smith explains the sentence in (21) is acceptable due to the instantaneous nature of
semelfactives which allows one to express the specific time at which the tapping event
occurred.
Smith also discusses the nature of durativity in relation to achievements,
explaining that while achievements may have, or even require preliminary stages (i.e., a
series of actions which must occur prior to the event), these stages are not a part of the
achievement itself. Thus the achievement retains its instantaneous nature. An example is
shown in (22):

(22) He wins a race

Smith explains that in order for someone to win a race it is necessary for them to run in a
race. However, the act of running in the race is not a part of the actual achievement of
winning, but rather just a necessary precursor to it. I argue, however, that some
semelfactive predicates involve internal stages which do not allow for this same feature
of instantaneity.

2.3.2 Rothstein (2004)
Rothstein (2004) argues against Smith by claiming that semelfactives are more
similar to activities than they are to achievements. Rothstein also disagrees with Smith
about the instantaneous nature of semelfactives because they take small amounts of time
and have internal structure. I agree with Rothstein’s assertion that semelfactive predicates
have internal structure and are not instantaneous as I will show in this thesis.
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Rothstein argues that semelfactives are interval predicates meaning events that are
part of a series, as they can occur in the progressive and can also induce the imperfective
paradox. Some predicates can occur in the imperfective and be canceled while others
have an entailment of a terminal point that prevents cancellation. An example of a
semelfactive inducing the imperfective paradox can be seen in (23):

(23)

John was laughing when he saw me, so he turned it into a cough (and
didn’t laugh) (Rothstein 2004: 184)

In this example Rothstein shows that it is possible to use a progressive to refer to a
semelfactive form and then cancel the progressive. This indicates that semelfactives do
not have as strong of an implicature of terminal point as other telic predicates.
Rothstein also discusses how the potentially durative nature of semelfactives is
illustrated by the acceptability of their occurrence with an in X time sentence. She notes
that this only works with small durations of time, however she states that any discernable
duration of time is enough for a predicate to be considered durative. This can be seen in
(24) where the predicate flap is used with in X time:

(24) The bird flapped its wings in an instant (Rothstein 2005: 185)

According to Rothstein both (23) and (24) are examples that point towards semelfactives
being telic and that if an atelic reading occurs the predicate is a derived activity. Both of
these examples indicate that a semelfactive predicate has a natural endpoint. If there was
no natural endpoint the event could go on for an indefinite amount of time and if so then
it would have the features of an activity.
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Rothstein argues that Smith’s features make semelfactives more achievement like
because they differ only in telicity in Smith’s model. The problem here may have to do
with the definition of telicity that Rothstein assumes. Smith at one point defines telicity
as being a change of state while at another point she defines it as an event having a
definite terminal point. In order to cough one must complete an act of a cough likely
consisting of the expulsion of air. This action which must be completed indicates that
there is some endpoint to that action. By this definition of telicity semelfactives have a
definite endpoint and therefore cannot be considered atelic. Rothstein appears to be using
only the definition of telicity which assumes semelfactives have no terminal point. While
telicity may involve both terminal point and change of state, Rothstein’s focus on only
the terminal point appears to be where the issue is. As the event of a cough does not
indicate a change of state this element of telicity indicates that semelfactives are indeed
atelic.
Rothstein also argues against Smith’s claim that semelfactives are instantaneous
since Rothstein views achievements to be ‘truly’ instantaneous events while
semelfactives have an internal structure that makes it impossible for them to be
instantaneous. As Rothstein explains semelfactives have trajectories and involve a series
of movements that are entailed as part of the event. She argues that the fact that
semelfactives have this internal structure makes them more similar to activities because
semelfactives do not have the instantaneous nature of achievements. Rothstein presents
an example showing why achievements are ‘truly’ instantaneous seen in (25) and (26):
(25) I touched the table
(26) I move my finger toward the table (Rothstein 2005: 185)
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Rothstein explains that during the time when the finger is moving toward the table the
statement I touched the table is not true. However, the instant that it touches the table’s
surface a change takes place. According to Rothstein, this differs from semelfactive
predicates because they consist of a series of movements. She explains that for a wing to
flap it must be lowered and then raised. To Rothstein this trajectory is the internal
structure of the predicate and requires at least two instants between the start and stop of
the event, which prevents it from being instantaneous. While Smith also argues that the
preliminary stages of an achievement are not a part of the achievement itself (even if they
are necessary for the achievement to occur) Rothstein argues that semelfactives do
include such preliminary stages and that this marks them as being different from
achievements in their durativity.
Rothstein argues for the importance of countability when looking at lexical
aspect. She discusses the same countability of event versus the countability of occurrence
identified by Mourelatos as discussed in Section 2.2.2 above. An example of this
countability issue is seen in (27) below where the sentence can have two different
readings depending on what is being counted:

(27)

Dafna jumped twice (Rothstein 2004: 186)

According to Rothstein in this example it is possible that Dafna jumped twice
(semelfactive reading) or that she had two turns at jumping (activity reading). These two
possible readings can thus be used to mark a distinction from activities such as run that
do not have a semelfactive counterpart as seen in (28):

(28) Dafna ran twice (Rothstein 2004: 186)
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Rothstein explains that (28) has only one interpretation, an activity reading, that Dafna
ran on two separate occasions for some length of time. This illustrates that activities only
have external countability based on different occasions on which the event takes place.
This would appear to coincide with Mourelatos' example seen in Section 2.2.2 example
(14) in which countability is important in determining lexical aspect because of such
sentences with multiple possible readings and what these sentences show us about the
internal and external countability of different lexical aspect classes.
Rothstein’s arguments show that the features which Smith ascribes to
semelfactives may be problematic and highlight the importance of countability in the
categorization of lexical aspect classes. In particular I agree with Rothstein’s argument
that semelfactives have internal structure and therefore are not instantaneous events.
However, if Rothstein’s argument is correct that semelfactives are in fact [+ durative]
then a new feature is needed in order to maintain a distinction between activities and
semelfactives.

2.3.3 Van Valin (2006)
Van Valin (2006) summarizes a series of tests often used to determine Aktionsart
class. Using these tests Van Valin argues for semelfactives being more achievement-like
due to their similarity in durativity. However, I argue that the tests Van Valin uses also
indicate that there is a slight difference in durativity between semelfactives and
achievements since the two predicate classes do not behave the same with both tests.
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Van Valin identifies semelfactives as differing from achievements only in their
lack of a resultant state, that is, their feature [-telic]. This definition of telicity lacks the
additional definition that Smith includes about the terminal point of telic events.
Van Valin also argues for semelfactives being instantaneous, explaining that
durativity is distinguished by the internal duration of the event and whether or not an
event takes place over a time span or is instantaneous. According to Van Valin
semelfactives do not have “much” duration and thus it is acceptable to consider them
punctual or instantaneous.
Van Valin utilizes a series of tests with different adverbials, aspects, and contexts
to determine features such as durativity, telicity and punctuality. In the examples from
these tests, an asterisk (*) denotes an ungrammatical sentence and a question mark (?)
denotes a sentence of questionable grammaticality. Van Valin states that semelfactives
have exceptions to some of these tests or else result in a shift in lexical aspect class when
used in certain contexts.
The progressive test determined the grammaticality of the predicate in the
progressive and considers whether the sentence results in a derived meaning. An example
of this test is shown in (29):

(29)

*The firecracker is popping (Van Valin 2006: 159)

Van Valin explains that when semelfactives appear in the progressive they result in an
iterative reading and this causes the semelfactive to pattern as an activity. The sentence in
(29) uses the singular firecracker which is incompatible with the iterativity denoted by
the progressive. This results in an ungrammatical sentence. However, if the bare plural
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firecrackers is used, the sentence is grammatical, but it has the derived reading of
activity. This is shown in (30) below:

(30) The firecrackers are popping (Van Valin 2006: 159)

In (30) because the plural firecrackers is used the derived reading is that multiple
popping events occurred which is iterative and therefore according to Van Valin an
activity.
When using tests for duration and terminal points Van Valin argues that
semelfactives can be acceptable with these tests if the time duration is short enough. The
test for duration uses the phrase for X time which is compatible with predicates that take
time. The test for terminal points uses the sentence in X time to determine if the predicate
can occur with an indicator of the moment at which it occurred. Semelfactives and
achievements pattern slightly differently on these two test although Van Valin only
discusses the fact that both are acceptable with one test or the other. I propose that it is
important to consider this variation between the two. Examples are shown in (31) and
(32) below:

(31) a. The light flashed once for an instant
b. ??The light flashed once in an instant
(32) a. The window shattered in a fraction of a second
b. *The window shattered for a fraction of a second (Van Valin 2006:
161)

According to Van Valin the semelfactive in (31a) can take the for PP as long as the
duration of time is short enough. Achievements on the other hand cannot take the for PP
even when the duration of time is very short as seen in (32b). However, when using the in
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PP in (31b) the semelfactive has a questionable reading while with the achievement the
reading is acceptable as long as the terminal point is very short as is seen in (32a).
I take the results in (31) and (32) above as an indication of a difference between
the durativity of semelfactives and achievements, although Van Valin does not discuss
any implications of this difference in how semelfactives and achievements pattern on
these two tests. However, it seems that if semelfactives are acceptable with the for PP and
not as acceptable with the in PP there is a greater duration involved. Likewise if
achievements are acceptable with the in PP and not with the for PP then a shorter
duration is involved.
Another test that Van Valin utilizes makes a clear distinction between
semelfactives and achievements based on change of state. This test checks whether the
predicate can be used as a stative modifier. Since the object of an achievement undergoes
a change of state it is possible for an achievement verb to be used as a stative modifier.
Semelfactives on the other hand cannot be used in this way. This contrast is shown in
(33) and (34) below:

(33) the shattered window
(34) *the tapped window

According to Van Valin it is acceptable for the achievement, shatter, to occur as a stative
modifier, due to the fact that achievements undergo a change of state, while the
semelfactive, tap, does not undergo such a change and so cannot be used as a stative
modifier. This supports the proposal that semelfactives do not undergo a change of state.
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2.3.4 Kiss (2011)
Kiss’ (2011) arguments are in many ways similar to those of Smith (1997) and
Rothstein (2004) and Van Valin (2006) in regards to how semelfactives are defined and
how they relate to both activities and achievements. Kiss’ argument agrees with previous
discussions in the literature about the relation between activities and achievements
insofar as semelfactives are seen to have similarities to both activities and achievements
and insofar as she gives equal weight to the relationship between semelfactives and
activities, and the relationship between semelfactives and achievements. This comparison
to both activities and achievements is different from Rothstein who argues that
semelfactives are more similar to activities. Kiss also discusses some sub-classifications
of semelfactives based on type of action. While her sub-classes differ in focus from the
sub-categories that I argue for in this thesis, they illustrate differences within a single
class and show the importance of accounting for these differences.
Kiss defines semelfactives as instantaneous events. However, in this definition
Kiss appears to contradict herself; she claims that instantaneous events do not have
duration, of even a very short period, and have no internal structure. However, she also
claims that semelfactives can involve a discernible period of time.
Kiss argues that semelfactives are intrinsically bounded because they are singlestage events. In other words a repeated occurrence of the event at a different time is not
part of the event. This idea of boundedness is similar to Moens’ (1987) feature of
atomicity.
Kiss states that semelfactives and activities are “known to be related” (122) and
argues for semelfactives patterning with activity verbs. She bases this argument on the
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fact that iterative readings change a semelfactive verb to an activity as others argue (e.g.
Smith).
Kiss argues that semelfactives are also related to achievements as well though
perhaps most interestingly, she suggests the possibility of some semelfactives having a
resultant state. This is seen in Hungarian semelfactive predicates which take semelfactive
morphological markers on verbs such as explode. Kiss explains though that outside of
these Hungarian predicates semelfactives differ from achievements based on change of
state which can be seen in (35) and (36) below. In other words since the object of a
semelfactive does not undergo a change of state, that same action denoted by the
semelfactive can be repeated on that same object. However, the object of an
achievements undergoes a change of state and so a new object is needed in order to repeat
the action. This is seen in (35) and (36):

(35) The bell is ringing
(36) The firecrackers are popping (Kiss 2011: 123)

According to Kiss the semelfactive action denoted by ring in (35) can be repeated on the
same bell since the bell does not undergo a change of state. However, the achievement
action denoted by pop in (36) has a change of state which essentially destroys the
firecrackers, meaning that in order to repeat the action denoted by pop a new bunch of
firecrackers would have to be used. Kiss further explains that while both achievements
and semelfactives have iterative readings which turn them into activity verbs,
semelfactives do not require plural subjects in order to do so while achievements do.
Based on the bounded and atelic nature of semelfactives Kiss argues that it is
indeed correct to consider semelfactives as separate from both activities and
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achievements in spite of certain similarities to the other classes. Kiss also to proposes
subclasses of semelfactives based on the type of event that they involve. These subclasses
are bodily events (e.g., blink), internal events (e.g., flash), punctual actions involving
movement (e.g., tap), punctual verbs of perception (e.g., shout out), and punctual verbs
implying subsequent state (e.g., explode). With the exception of the subclass of
semelfactives implying subsequent state Kiss presents no indication that these predicates
pattern differently from each other. However, these subclasses are useful in identifying
other potential semelfactive predicates as one can look for more predicates that could be
considered as belonging to one of these sub-classes. Kiss furthermore suggests that there
are predicates which are similar in meaning to those in her various subclasses but are
more durative in nature and are ‘basically’ activities as can be seen in (37):

(37) batter, beat, honk, buzz, glitter, glisten, shine, beep (Kiss 2011: 123)

However, since there is a disagreement in the literature as to whether semelfactives are
instantaneous, Kiss’ proposal to identify the predicates in (37) as being ‘basically’
activities could be problematic. In fact, I argue in this thesis that at least some of the
predicates identified in (37) are in fact semelfactives.

2.3.5 Nesset (2013)
Nesset (2013) presents a view on semelfactives which is a little broader, and
better accounts for some of the issues seen thus far in the literature. Nesset looks at two
features that can be used in classifying semelfactives: (i) uniformity involving similar
repeated actions and (ii) instantaneousness. According to Nesset there are examples of
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semelfactives that do not exhibit both of these features, such as the use of a semelfactive
marker with a uniform event that is not instantaneous in Russian. Based on these
exceptions Nesset argues for a radial categorization in which there are prototypical
semelfactives (those which are uniform and instantaneous) and peripheral semelfactives
(those which might be uniform but not instantaneous or vice versa). This type of
categorization helps to account for differences in features such as duration since it allows
for predicates to be categorized into the class of semelfactives without having all of the
features associated with the class. It is also more in line with what I present in regards to
the variation within the class of semelfactives. I argue that some semelfactive subcategories have more instantaneous natures than others.
Nesset explains an idea of semelfactives first presented by Zaliznjak and Smeley
(2000) — that semelfactives are verbs which denote one quantum of an activity. Nesset
defines a quantum as being one event, such as a wave or knock, in a series of events.
Uniformity, Nesset argues, is the idea that semelfactives are usually formed from
activities which are repeated events of the action such as knock or wave. According to
Nesset any particular knock or wave is essentially at its base level identical to another.
When the repetition of events is not uniform in nature it is less likely the predicate is a
semelfactive. Thus a predicate such as work even when repeated will not necessarily be
considered a semelfactive since it likely involves sub-events that are not uniform.
However as Nesset presents a few instances in Russian in which the word for work is
used in a semelfactive manner (e.g., do one lick of work) he argues that uniformity is not
a strict requirement. Based on this exception he argues that semelfactives should be
considered a radial category which is explained as “…networks of related subcategories
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organized around a prototype” (125). Nesset explains that the radial categorization allows
for the possibility of placing semelfactives on a scale from prototypical semelfactives
(knock) to peripheral semelfactives (work).
Instantaneousness is another property which Nesset argues benefits from radial
categorization. While semelfactives are generally considered to have minimal duration it
is not necessarily a requirement. For this Nesset presents the Russian kutnut ‘to go on a
binge’ which would be considered to be an event which has considerable duration yet
which is able to function as a semelfactive by taking a semelfactive marker in spite of this
long duration.
Thus by Nesset’s proposal of radial categorization, prototypical semelfactives are
uniform and instantaneous quanta, while peripheral semelfactives may not be uniform or
instantaneous. This definition of semelfactives also illustrates the potential issue of
instantaneity as a feature of semelfactives, since once more it presents the possibility that
semelfactives are not always instantaneous. It also however raises a further question of
what is to be considered one quanta. If binge can be considered a semelfactive in spite of
its duration then we must also look at the fact that it certainly contains a variety of smallsub actions since it can hardly be said that someone binged without multiple objects being
consumed in some manner or another.

2.3.6 Summary
In this section I have presented various proposals of semelfactives, starting with
Smith’s binary features, then discussing Rothstein’s critiques of Smith’s features, such as
instantaneousness. I also presented literature from Van Valin on how tests can be used to
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determine features of predicates and to identify their aspectual classification, as well as
Kiss’ discussion of subclasses of semelfactives. Finally, I presented Nesset’s argument
for the use of radial categorization as a means of accounting for semelfactives which may
not have all of the features associated with semelfactives. In this thesis I will use Smith’s
model of binary features, although I follow Rothstein’s argument that semelfactives are
not instantaneous. I argue, like Kiss, that semelfactives bear similarities to both activities
and achievements and propose that sub-categorizations will account for some of the
differences within the class of semelfactives. I further argue that perhaps semelfactives
are classified on a continuum between activities and achievements.

2.4 Event Plurality
A final concept relevant to this examination of semelfactive verbs is that of verbal
plurality. Since verbal plurality often involves verbs which occur in repeated sequences
or have internal sub-events, it is important to consider how it might relate to the way in
which we define semelfactives. Verbal plurality results in different readings: (i) plurality
of participants, (ii) multiple events, and (iii) single events consisting of multiple small
parts (Mithun 1999, Cusic 1981, Hofherr 2010).

2.4.1 Cusic (1981)
Cusic (1981) argues that verbal plurality and aspect are inseparable. He explains
that “…aspect and time reference depend directly on the expression of quantity and
number in events” (2). In other words, when discussing how events unfold over time it is
also necessary to consider how often they are occurring in time. He also discusses the
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similarity between mass/count nouns and plural and non-plural verbs. In other words,
some events are not countable, such as those encoded with mass nouns, and other events
are countable, such as those encoded with count nouns. Cusic argues that repetitive
actions are most similar to the concept of mass since they cannot be counted while
repeated actions are most similar to that of count since they can be counted.
Cusic also presents three different types of event plurality: plurality of events,
plurality in events, and plurality in and of events. These can be seen in (38), (39) and (40)
below:

(38)
(39)
(40)

The mouse bit the cheese again and again (PLURALITY OF EVENTS)
The mouse nibbled and nibbled the cheese (PLURALITY IN EVENTS)
The mouse was always nibbling at the cheese (PLURALITY IN AND OF
EVENTS) (Cusic 1981: 61)

According to Cusic, (38) illustrates a single bounded event which is externally pluralized
where the repeated action is outside of the event itself. The sentence in (39) shows a
single bounded event with internal phases where the repeated action falls within the event
itself. The sentence in (40) has both this internal plurality of internal phases as well as
external plurality of those phases being repeated again and again.
Since semelfactives are considered to be a single instance of a repeated event,
(40) results in the question of whether that single action is occurring in or of the event. In
(40), there is both an internal and external plural reading which indicates the possibility
that the internal plural constitutes a single occurrence and the external plural constitutes
an iterative reading. I propose that the act of nibble with its event internal plurality is a
single occurrence and thus could be considered a semelfactive even with its internal
repetitions.
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Cusic also distinguishes between event and occasion similar to that presented by
Mourelatos (1978) in Section 2.2.2 above. Cusic provides the examples in (41)
illustrating a plural event, and (42), illustrating the plural occasion:
(41)
(42)

The mouse nibbled the cheese again and again on Thursday.
Again and again the mouse nibbled the cheese on Thursday. (Cusic 1981:
65)

Cusic explains that in (41) the event the mouse nibbled the cheese all occurs within the
time period on Thursday while in (42) the repetitions are occurring on different
Thursdays.

2.4.2 Corbett (2000)
Corbett’s (2000) proposal that plurality of participants results in event plurality
highlights how event plurality relates to semelfactives. Corbett’s proposal is discussed in
this thesis in relation to forms such as glitter that involve a plurality of participants.
As explained by Mithun (1999), plurality of participants occurs when the number
of arguments acting, or the number of patients being acted upon is indicated by the verb.
Corbett (2000) argues that when plurality of participants occurs it automatically creates a
plurality of the event. So if multiple arguments are completing an action or if multiple
patients are being acted upon, the event occurs more than once. In other words, in order
for an event to have been done by or happened to multiple participants, it must have
occurred more than one time even if those occurrences happened simultaneously.
Plurality of participants can be seen when the predicate requires the use of plural
nouns. In other words, the predicate may be ungrammatical if used with the singular form
of a noun. This normally excludes the use of mass nouns which do not take plural forms.
However, for the purposes of this thesis I operate under Chierchia’s (1998) argument that
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mass nouns have plurality encoded lexically and this is why they cannot take a plural
form. Thus a mass noun such as sand automatically encodes the idea that there are many
grains of sand and is therefore plural.

2.4.3 Wood (2006)
Wood (2006) explains that there are two main types of verbal plurality, namely
event-internal (a single event with repeated phases) and event-external (a single bounded
event that is repeated on one occasion or multiple occasions). Wood groups semelfactives
into the former category due to what she views as their inherently plural natures.
Wood discusses the complex nature of plural verbs and how it can be difficult to
distinguish what is considered a single complex event as opposed to a sequence of events.
Thus when considering semelfactives as being a single occurrence of an event it is
important to look at whether or not that single instance could be a single instance of such
a complex sequence of events. Wood also argues that event-internal plurals are groups
(constituting a single event) while event-external plurals are true plurals (iterative
events). Based on these definitions it would seem that her classification of semelfactives
as being event-internal assumes some manner of repetition within the predicate without it
becoming an activity as is generally proposed. The question then becomes whether
internal plurality can occur within the single occurrence feature that Smith (1997)
proposed, and if so, what is entailed within that single-occurrence.
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2.4.4 Summary
In this section I have provided an overview of Cusic’s (1981) definition of verbal
plurality as well as the different types of verbal plurality he proposes. I also reviewed
Corbett’s (2000) proposal that plurality of participants is still a type of event plurality.
Finally I discussed Wood’s (2006) comparison of semelfactives with event plurality. I
will argue that some semelfactive predicates have internal plurality that allows for some
repetition even within a single occurrence. Furthermore some semelfactive predicates
occur with a plurality of participants that is separate from this internal plurality.
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3. Semelfactive Sub-Categories

3.1 Introduction
In this chapter I present data that I collected from native English speakers on
semelfactive predicates and analyze what this data tells us about the features defining
semelfactives. Based on the data collected I argue that semelfactive predicates can be
grouped into three sub-categories based on variations within their internal structure: (i)
semelfactives with internal plurality (sub-events and repetitions of the same event), (ii)
semelfactives which are uni-directional (events involving a single movement) and (iii)
semelfactives with plurality of participants
In Section 3.2 I discuss sub-category (i), semelfactives with internal plurality, and
present data to support this categorization. In Section 3.3 I discuss and present data
supporting sub-category (ii), semelfactives which are uni-directional. In Section 3.4 I
discuss and present data supporting sub-category (iii), semelfactives with plurality of
participants.
The data for this thesis was collected by utilizing a series of tests designed to
identify features such as single occurrence, plurality of participants, and internal
structure. I tested predicates which have been identified as semelfactives in the literature,
as well as predicates which I generated based on the feature criteria and event types
presented in the literature. These were predicates which I identified using my own
intuitions as patterning according to the features of [-durative], [-telic] and [-static]. I also
considered predicates that could be categorized within Kiss’s (2011) subclasses of (i)
bodily events, (ii) internal events, (iii) punctual actions involving movement, and (iv)
punctual events of perception as seen in Section 2.3.4 above.
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The first test I used I refer to as the Once Test. In this test speakers were asked to
provide grammaticality judgements of sentences containing the quantifier once along
with a semelfactive predicate in an out-of-the-blue context. Since the literature often
identifies singular occurrence to be a necessary criterion of semelfactives (Smith 1997,
Rothstein 2004) I set out to determine whether or not semelfactive predicates can always
occur with the quantifier once.
The second test I used I refer to as the Cancellation Test. This test looked at the
possibility of canceling the iterativity implied by the use of a progressive form and
forcing a single occurrence reading. Since progressives result in an iterative reading of
semelfactive predicates, the purpose of this test is to determine if that iterativity can be
canceled. For this test participants were asked to provide grammaticality judgements of
sentences given in out-of-the-blue contexts in which a progressive action is taking place
and is then interrupted so that the action only occurs a single time. This can be seen in the
sample sentence provided in (43) below:

(43)

He was knocking on the door but someone answered so he only knocked
once.

In cases where participants judged a sentence ungrammatical, I asked participants to
explain, if they could, why they judged the form ungrammatical.
The third test I used is a Video Test in which I presented participants with video
clips containing semelfactive actions and asked them whether or not the event had
occurred a single time. These videos often involved the same action at varying possible
degrees of completion. This test was used in order to determine what aspects of the event
have occurred when that action was described as having happened once.
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3.2 Semelfactives with Internal Plurality
The first sub-category of semelfactives are those which have internal plurality.
This internal plurality can involve two different types of internal sub-events: (i) those
events consisting of multiple sub-events, or small actions of different types that when
combined form a single event, and (ii) those consisting of repetitions of the same action
that when combined form a single event.

3.2.1 Multiple Sub-Events
The first type of internal structure seen with semelfactives with internal structure
is the multiple sub-event type. In this type, a series of small actions of different types
combine in order to form a single event. These sub-events tend to be cyclical in nature in
that they required some kind of return action. This type was identified after using the
Once Test, the Cancellation Test, the Video Test and asking participants additional
questions about the definitions of the predicates.
When the Once Test is used with semelfactives with sub-eventive internal
structure, some speakers would find the sentence ungrammatical. When speakers found
the sentence ungrammatical they would often volunteer further context that they said
would make the sentence more grammatical. Some speakers were uncertain about the
grammaticality of a sentence without being able to pinpoint exactly what was necessary
to make the sentence grammatical. When participants judged the sentences as being
grammatical saying “good,” “okay” or “yes”, a checkmark (√) is used in the data. When
judged ungrammatical saying “bad,” “don’t like it” or “no”, an asterisk (*) is used. When
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participants indicated uncertainty about the grammaticality saying “maybe,” “so-so” or
“weird”, a question mark (?) is used.
Five native English speakers were presented with the sentences seen below as part
of the Once Test. Examples (44) and (45) illustrate cases in which the Once Test was
used where speakers indicated either uncertainty or ungrammaticality about the sentence.
In (44) all of the speakers judged the sentence as being grammatical. However, one
speaker indicated in their comments that they were a little uncertain about the sentence.
In (45) some speakers judged the sentence grammatical, some judged it as being possibly
grammatical and some judged it as ungrammatical. Speakers also provided comments
explaining what context would be necessary for them to consider the sentence
grammatical:

(44) She shook the bottle once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “That’s good, not sure but it’s okay.’
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(45) The butterfly’s wings flapped once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

?

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “I usually think of it having to go up and down, I guess I’m
so-so on that, I’m not sure, I think it’s gotta go up and down to be a complete
flap”
In (44) one speaker said they were “not sure” about it, indicating that perhaps the
sentence needed more context in order for them to be fully confident about the sentence’s
grammaticality. Three of the speakers deemed the sentence in (45) grammatical, while
one speaker found it questionable and one speaker found it ungrammatical. Furthermore,
one of the speakers explained that a flap would have to involve movement “up and
down” and that they were uncertain because it was not clear that this movement was
represented in the sentence. This response shows that while some semelfactive predicates
may be compatible with once, this is not always the case.
The answers seen in (44) and (45) illustrate that the Once Test does not always
provide a consistent response. It cannot be expected that all semelfactive predicates (or
even all semelfactives with sub-eventive internal structure) will produce the same
response to this test across all speakers. These answers do however show how the test can
result in some speakers volunteering contexts that would improve the grammaticality of
the sentence.
I also used the Once Test with two sentences which used the predicates pace and
pace the room. The goal of using these two forms was to determine if there would be a
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difference in compatibility with once between these two predicates. I set out to determine
if one of the two had a stronger entailment of internal structure. Of the five participants
none of them judged the two sentences the same. One indicated that the sentence in (46)
below was less grammatical in that it was questionable while that in (47) was
grammatical. The other four speakers found sentence (47) to be more grammatical than
that in (46). This was seen in their responses of grammaticality changing from
ungrammatical to questionable, from ungrammatical to grammatical, and from
questionable to grammatical:

(46) She paced once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

?

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “No because you have to go back and forth multiple times to
be considered pacing.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “That one seems a little out of place, at least with zero
context it sounds a little out of place.”
(47) She paced the room once
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

?

Speaker 3

?

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “You still have to go back and forth, but it could sound like
you went down and back to say you paced the room so it might be okay, if it
means down and back that would be okay”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Not quite as good [as the sentence in (3)] that way”
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In (46) only one speaker found the sentence grammatical, while three found it
ungrammatical and one found it questionable. Two speakers provided comments about
context, one simply stating that with “zero context” it was “out of place” and another
explaining that the internal structure of a pace event requires that “you have to go back
and forth multiple times.” Speaker 1 and Speaker 5 found the sentence in (46)
ungrammatical but found the sentence in (47) grammatical. Speaker 2 found the sentence
in (46) ungrammatical but found the sentence in (47) questionable. Speaker 3 found the
sentence in (46) grammatical and that in (47) questionable and Speaker 4 found the
sentence in (46) questionable and that in (47) grammatical. These differences in speaker
grammaticality judgements between the two sentences indicate that overall the
participants found the sentence in (47) to be more grammatically acceptable than that in
(46). This indicates that the predicate pace the room has a stronger entailment of the
completion of the act of pace than the predicate has on its own.
There was one predicate which some speakers did not find grammatical with the
Once Test due, not to a lack of clarity of the internal structure involved as seen in (45)
above, but due to a lack of clarity of the event itself. For the predicate pant three of the
participants stated that it was ungrammatical or questionable with the Once Test, even
when they were very clear on what was involved in the action. This can be seen in (48):
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(48) The dog panted once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

?

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “No cause I’ll think he’s just sticking his tongue out, I
wouldn’t know he was panting.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “That just seems weird”
Speaker 5 Comment: “No. Pant is in and out”

In (48) it appears that some speakers find it unclear what is actually happening when the
predicate pant is used with the Once Test. Speaker 5 specified that a pant had to be a
breath “in and out” but when asked if the sentence was acceptable if the action of a breath
“in and out” had occurred they still indicated the sentence was ungrammatical. Another
speaker further clarified why they found pant incompatible with once:
“If he sticks his tongue out and huffs once, I’m going to think he has a hairball,
pant has to be a multiple thing.”

These responses indicate that while pant still has the same cyclical internal structure as
the other predicates in the multiple sub-event type (shook, flapped, paced, paced the
room) it still is incompatible with the Once Test for some speakers.
The Cancelation Test did not have as clear of results in regards to which subcategory semelfactive predicates were classified. However, Speaker 4’s responses to the
Cancelation Test patterned with the sub-categorizations I propose in this thesis. This can
be seen in (49):
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(49)

He was fidgeting with his pen but someone asked him a question so he
only fidgeted once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “No, it can’t be fidgeting unless there’s more than one
motion. If it means an instance of fidgety motions, then it’s okay.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Okay. Fidgeting to me means it continues but since he was
interrupted then it breaks the cycle so it is okay in this case”
Speaker 4 Comment: “It’s okay. Fidget at least I interpret it to have multiple
movements.”

Two speakers found the sentence in (49) ungrammatical, however Speaker 2 clarified that
the sentence would be acceptable if what was being referred to was an “instance of
fidgety motions.” Speaker 4 stated that this sentence was acceptable because they
identified the act of fidget as involving multiple movements. This indicates that for this
speaker since the act of fidget involves “multiple movements” it is more acceptable to
cancel iterativity. This indicates that fidget has an internal plurality which allows for this
cancelation because some element of plural action is entailed already.
In order to further test what events or sub-events were entailed in the single
occurrence of semelfactive predicates, I also utilized videos and asked the speakers in
which instances it was acceptable to say that the event had happened once. Two videos
used helped shed light on a predicate of this sub-category. In Video 1 a figure took
several steps in one direction and in Video 2 the figure took several steps one way and
then turned around and walked back the distance they had travelled. After presenting
each video I followed up with the question Can you say he paced once? The video
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context revealed the entailment pattern of a sentence such as He paced once. All five
participants agreed that Video 1 did not constitute an acceptable use of He paced once,
while Video 2 did. This can be seen in (50) and (51):

(50) Video 1. He paced once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 1 Comment: “No, he’d need to go the other way for it to be a pace”
Speaker 2 Comment: “Not unless he goes back, no he walked across the room”
Speaker 3 Comment: “I’d almost think he’d have to go back and forth.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “No, I feel like pacing needs to at least turn around and go
back the other direction.”
(51) Video 2. He paced once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

(50) and (51) show that when the context was provided (i.e., a video showing the action)
the participants all had the same understanding of what was involved in the internal
structure of the action of pace. This illustrates that while the participants did not all agree
about the grammaticality of the out-of-the-blue sentence she paced once. seen in (45)
above, they all understood the act of pace once to be an action which included a figure
going one direction and then returning.
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I also provided speakers with additional context and asked for grammaticality
judgements based on these contexts in order to determine what was entailed in an event
happening once. These questions were similar in purpose to the video tests above but
used descriptions or demonstrations of the actions rather than video footage. Examples of
these can be seen in (52)-(56) below:
(52) Context: A butterfly’s wings go up and down one time. They flapped once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 3 Comment: “Yes, in this case I would think it’d be a full cycle”
Speaker 4 Comment: “Yes, I think it needs to open and close, at least a little bit”
Speaker 5 Comment: “So they went out and they went back in? Yeah”
(53) Context: Demonstration of a bottle moving just one direction (downward
motion) and then moving in two directions (down and back up) I shook the
bottle (after each movement type)
Speaker 1 Comment: “I think back and forth yeah”
Speaker 2 Comment: “I think you have to go down and up to call it a
shake, don’t know for sure you are shaking it unless you go down and up
once.
Speaker 3 Comment: “I would normally think it would be down and back
up”
Speaker 4 Comment: “I feel like there has to be a return direction to it,
down and back is one shake”
Speaker 5 Comment: “You have to go back up”
(54)

Context: A pen is flipped in a downward direction with my fingers, and then
down and back up. I fidgeted once.
Speaker 1 Comment: “Yes” (for both)
Speaker 2 Comment: “You need to move more than one direction to
fidget,” “It went down and up, so it was one fidget.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Okay” (for both)
Speaker 4 Comment: “Fidget has multiple movements, you moved once”
Speaker 5 Comment: “So if it goes down and then back up? Yeah”
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(55) A light goes out and back on, or on and back off. The light flashed once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 4 Comment: “Yes it could be either on-off-on or off-on-off”
(56) A light just goes on or just goes off. It flashed once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “No, that’s normal operation, not flashing”
Speaker 3 Comment: “No, it must do a complete cycle, on-off-on or off-on-off”

These examples provide speaker insights on the internal structure involved for these
predicates. In (52) the participants’ responses all indicated that speakers interpreted the
event of flap to entail motion in multiple directions. Speaker 4 stated that this action did
not have to be a complete return to the starting point “it needs to open and close, at least a
little bit.” In (53) all participant responses stated that a return action was needed. In (54)
two speakers indicated that the movement needed to involve a return action, while one
speaker stated that it could either involve return movement or not. In (55) all speakers
stated that a light turning off and back on again, or on and back off again, could be a
single occurrence of flash. In (56) all but one speaker stated that a light just turning off or
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just turning on was not a single occurrence of flash. The responses in (52)-(56) illustrate
how the predicates flap, shake, fidget, and flash entail cyclical or return actions.
In summary, it appears that with a multiple sub-event, semelfactives (shook,
flapped, paced, paced the room, flashed and fidgeted) must return to their original
position when used with once. The results of the tests used for these predicates can be
seen in Figure 4 below. The figure shows responses to the questions (i.e., if participants
said the sentence was grammatical it says Yes, if they said ungrammatical it says No).
Asterisks (*) indicate simple majority as opposed to unanimous answers. A dash (-) is
used to indicate where no data is available for the particular predicate and test. As Figure
4 shows, the Once test with no context had varied answers, all of the asterisked answers
also had speaker comments. The Once test with the uni-directional context was almost
always ungrammatical to speakers (only one speaker said the light could flash by just
turning off). The Once test with cyclical context was always grammatical to speakers.
The Cancellation test only had one predicate that was classed into this type which
resulted in a majority of speakers finding it grammatical. Overall the context-based Once
tests were the strongest indicators of predicates getting categorized into this subcategory.
Figure 4 Multiple Sub-Event Test Results
Predicates
Once test
Once test
Once test
(no context)
(uni-directional (cyclical
context)
context)
shook
Yes
No
Yes
flapped
Yes*
No
Yes
paced
No*
No
Yes
paced the room
Yes*
panted
No*
fidget
No*
No
Yes
flashed
Yes
No*
Yes
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Cancellation
Test
No*
Yes*
No*

3.1.2 Repetitive Sub-Events
Semelfactive predicates with internal plurality can also have an internal structure
which involves repetitive sub-events. In other words, there is an entailment of repetition
of the same action even when an event has occurred once.
When predicates of this sub-category were tested with the Once Test, speakers
often challenged the sentence used in the test and provided further context, or else
rejected the acceptability of the form. These challenges show that some predicates entail
internal plurality. Examples of this can be seen in (57)-(60) below:

(57) The light flickered once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

?

Speaker 3 Comment: “I don’t like it.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “It’s…alright.” (Vocal intonation sounded uncertain)
(58) The butterfly’s wings fluttered once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

?

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “No, I think fluttering has to be multiple times.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “I guess that’s okay.”
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(59) The girl giggled once
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “A giggle by definition it’s multiple sounds so I think no.”
(60) She shivered once
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

?

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “No, I don’t think I would consider it a shiver if it was only
once.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Seems kind of slightly different.”

In (57) one speaker found the sentence ungrammatical and another stated that it was
“alright” in a tone of voice that sounded uncertain and with a drawing out of the word
“alright.” In (58) one speaker clarified that flutter indicates it is multiple times. However,
they did use the progressive form fluttering in this case which is interesting to note since
the literature often indicates that when used in the progressive the predicate is no longer a
semelfactive but an activity (Smith 1997). The sentence in (59) was judged grammatical
by all but one speaker. However, that one speaker explained that giggle must involve
multiple sounds. Two of the five participants found the sentence in (60) grammatical,
while the other three found it either ungrammatical or questionable. One of the speakers
explained that shiver indicated more than once.
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Once again this test does not always result in the same answers from all
participants. Some participants challenge the sentences or consider them ungrammatical,
while others state that they sound completely acceptable. However, this test does
highlight that these predicates are not all perceived the same way by speakers.
The Cancelation Test was also used with these predicates. For Speaker 4 these
repetitive sub-event semelfactives were the only grammatically acceptable predicates
with this test. They specified that this was due to the “plural” nature of the predicates.
Examples of their responses can be seen in (61) and (62) below:

(61) The girl was giggling but something upset her so she only giggled once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “No I think you can laugh once but I think giggling is a
series of laughs”
Speaker 4 Comment: That one doesn’t bother me other than that I don’t like your
sentence structure, I feel like giggle is a plural in itself, like it could be a single
incident with multiple little…I don’t know what you call them…single little tiny
laughs”
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(62)

The light was flickering but the power came back on so it only flickered
once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

?

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “No, I think the light could flash once or even flicker once.
But I don’t think it can be called flickering unless it’s more than once.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Strange to me. Was flickering means it was enough to
count as a full flickering. The light flickered is okay to me. The light flickered
once is okay to me. Doing flickering and flickered both seems strange to me.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “It’s the same as the last (59)”

In general for the sentences in (61) and (62) the participants provided the same responses
as they did for all predicates used with the Cancelation test. However, Speaker 4 stated
that these predicates were more “plural” and subsequently found these predicates to be
more grammatical than other predicates used with this test. One other speaker also stated
that giggle entailed “a couple gigs (laughs).” Speaker 4’s responses to the Cancelation
test are interesting since the variation in their responses between the predicates used with
the Cancelation test patterns within the three semelfactive sub-categories. Furthermore,
their comments about the plurality that they associate with certain predicates supports my
argument of internal plurality within the single occurrence of semelfactive predicates.
Videos were also used to test these predicates to provide further context for the
grammaticality judgement of sentences. I tested flicker using both a video of a light going
off and one once (Video 3) and another in which this action happened multiple times in
quick succession (Video 4). The goal was to test whether participants considered one or
both of these videos to be acceptable with the sentence the light flickered once in order to
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determine if flicker could involve repeated action and if so, whether it entailed repeated
action. Responses to this test can be seen in (63) and (64):

(63) Video 3. The light flickered once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “I think a flicker is what my computer is doing where it’s
got this little light that’s going on and off more than once, that’s a flicker"
(64) Video 4. The light flickered once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “Yeah that one is flickering because it is pulsing.”

In (63) and (64) two of the speakers found Video 4 to be acceptable with the light
flickered once while one speaker only found (63) acceptable with the light flickered once.
Speaker 2 had a preference for flicker involving repeated action, however the speaker did
specify that the light was flickering in (63) rather than just saying it was a single flicker.
This use of the progressive in the participant’s response should be noted however.
I also tested flicker by providing a description and asking participants whether
given that description it was acceptable to say the light flickered once. Again, the goal
was to test whether plurality was entailed. Responses to this can be seen in (65):
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(65) Context: A light goes out and comes back on. It flickered once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

?

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

?

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “It would have to be at least two pulses, I think it’s a
repeated action, flicker can be where it starts to go off and comes back on, that
could be a flicker too, if it’s going clear off and back on multiple times. You don’t
say the lights flickered twelve times."
Speaker 3 Comment: “I think it could flicker once, if it was on and then dropped
to some level, maybe not full off, and then came back on”
Speaker 4 Comment: “Flickering has multiple sub-little motions in it, flickering is
a series of flashes”
Speaker 5 Comment: “No, cause flickering is more than once”

(65) illustrates that most of the participants were uncertain whether a flicker event could
consist of a single instance of the light going out and back on. However, two participants
provided a definition of flicker different from that provided by others in which a flicker
event involves the dimming of a light. In these cases the light merely dims and then
returns to full brightness rather than going completely off and back on. So while most
participants suggested that a flicker event involved blinking out and back on repeatedly, it
was possible for the light to simply dim once and then return to full brightness and be
considered a flicker. Either description of a flicker event provided by speakers however
indicates that the predicate falls under the sub-category of those with internal structure
since the sub-event is either cyclical or repeated.
The predicate flutter was tested by providing additional contexts and testing the
grammaticality of the predicate with once in that context. An example is illustrated in
(66):
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Context: A butterfly’s wings open and close multiple times. The wings
fluttered once.
Speaker 1
*

(66)

Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 1 Comment: “They’d need to open and close, just once”
Speaker 2 Comment: “No, you can say it was fluttering its wings or say it
fluttered it’s wings more than once.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Yes, I would think that would be multiple flaps”
Speaker 4 Comment: “Yeah, flutter would have to be multiple sub-little flaps”

In (66) we see some variation between the speakers with two of them stating that flutter
involves one open and close motion and the other three stating that flutter requires more
than one open and close motion. This shows that flutter does not necessarily have an
entailment of multiple repeated actions even within a single occurrence, however it
would still require multiple sub-events.
The last two predicates that were tested for grammaticality with additional context
provided that fit into this sub-category were giggle and shiver. To test giggle I produced a
single laugh sound and then a repeated laugh sound and asked for a judgement of the
sentence I giggled once. For shiver I likewise produced the act of shivering (quick
shaking motion of the shoulders) and asked speakers for a judgement of the
grammaticality of the sentence I shivered once. Responses to these tests can be seen in
(67) and (68) below:
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(67) Context: A single ‘giggle’ noise was produced. I giggled once.
Speaker 1
?
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 1 Comment: “I don’t know it almost like depends on the context, I think I
would consider it if she did in and out once, I would consider that one giggle.”
Speaker 2 Comment: “If its multiple sounds you could giggle once.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “I would normally think that there would be a couple.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “I think you’d have to have multiple little laughs, two or
three at a minimum.”
Speaker 5 Comment: “I feel a couple, it’s more like a gig if it’s one.”
(68) Context: Production/explanation of shiver. I shivered once.
Speaker 1
?
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 1 Comment: “I think so, yeah I think one shiver is sometimes like your
shoulders might move back and forth a couple times.”
Speaker 2 Comment: “If it goes all the way up or down your spine I would call it
once, one step of that shivering wouldn’t count as a shiver. You wouldn’t say I
shivered thirty times.”
Speaker 5 Comment: “Yeah you have to have a couple to be shivered.”

In (67) four participants stated that giggle had to involve some kind of plurality and one
indicated that it might depend on context. However they still referred to a cyclical pattern
“in and out” that would make it a semelfactive with internal plurality in either case. In
(68) participants also indicated that shiver entailed a repetition of events.
Since countability is a feature which I propose should be considered in the class
of semelfactives it was interesting that some speakers mentioned the countability of these
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actions rather directly in these cases. In other words they pointed out that “you don’t say
'you giggle three times',” or “you don’t say 'you shivered thirty times'.” This ties in with
the notion of a mass/count distinction when looking at verbal plurality (Cusic 1981).
Since some events are not something which would be counted according to these
speakers it illustrates how predicates such as shiver are not countable and thus similar to
mass nouns. Essentially, just like nouns, some events are countable and some are not. As
Speaker 2 pointed out shiver is not a countable event as one would never say how many
individual shaking movements were made when shivered. This is true whether the shiver
is one occurrence involving repeated sub-events or ongoing such as in the case of
shivering. This lack of countability can then be contrasted with another predicate such as
knock which can be counted. Therefore, some predicates function like mass nouns and
cannot be counted (shiver) while others function like count nouns and can be counted
(knock).
Overall the tests indicate that some predicates which have been identified as
semelfactives have an internal structure and in fact at times entail an internal structure.
Furthermore, some predicates with this internal structure (flickered, fluttered, giggled,
shivered) involve repetitions of the same sub-events. However, as not all predicates
identified as semelfactives have internal structure, a distinction between predicates within
the class is proposed. Figure 5 below shows how speakers responded to predicates that
got categorized into this sub-category of semelfactive predicates. The Once Test without
context twice produced no majority, with speaker’s varying in response between
grammatical, ungrammatical, and uncertain. The Once Test with one cyclical event
context was overall unacceptable. The Once Test with repeated cyclical event context
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was overall acceptable. The Cancellation Test was acceptable in one case but not another.
Overall the Once Tests with context, along with speaker comments about the ‘plurality’
of predicates, were most helpful in predicates being categorized into this sub-category.
Figure 5 Repetitive Sub-Event Test Results
Predicates
Once test
Once test
(no context)
(one cyclical
event context)
Flickered
Fluttered
Giggled
Shivered

Yes*
No Majority
Yes*
No Majority

No*
No*
No*
No*

Once test
(repeated
cyclical event
context)
Yes*
Yes*
Yes
Yes*

Cancellation
Test

No*
Yes*
-

3.3 Uni-Directional
The second sub-category of semelfactive predicates are those which are unidirectional. These are predicates in which the action is considered to be complete with no
cyclical return (in contrast to the predicates with internal structure in 3.2 above). With the
predicates categorized in this subclass, speakers indicated that the event does not require
a return to the onset.
When predicates of this sub-category are tested with the Once Test speakers all
found the sentences to be grammatical and did not volunteer further information about
the event as they did with those in the previous sub-category of those with internal
plurality. Illustrative examples are provided in (69) and (70) below:
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(69) The man pounded on the door once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

(70) She coughed once.
Speaker 1
√
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

√

As (69) and (70) illustrate, all five speakers judged these forms as being grammatical.
Furthermore, none of the speakers challenged the sentences here or provided any
comments about the context of the sentence as they did with the predicates with internal
plurality. This indicates that nothing about these sentences is problematic to the speakers.
I further questioned some participants about the predicate such as cough in an
attempt to determine how they define the event and/or sub-events of this predicate. One
speaker’s comment can be seen below explaining how cough is one-directional.
“I think just the exhale is the cough, the loud part, so yeah I don’t think that one is
cyclical.”

This quote explains how one participant views cough as involving air leaving the lungs
and not involving further action such as the inhalation that might precede such an event.
The same could be said of pound in (69), as it involves just the motion towards and
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connection with the object being pounded on. With these predicates the other movements
such as the set up (inhaling air, or getting the hand in position to pound on something)
and the follow up (pulling the hand away after pounding on something) are separate from
the predicates. This is implicated in both speakers’ lack of challenges to predicates when
used with once as well as in speakers’ descriptions of the predicates.
The Cancelation Test was also used with predicates in this sub-category and
Speaker 4 found predicates of this category to be the least acceptable with the
Cancelation Test. As seen in Section 3.2 above, the sentences in (49) and (61) repeated in
(71) and (72) below were more grammatically acceptable to this speaker due to the “subevents” involved:
(71)

He was fidgeting with his pen but someone asked him a question so he only
fidgeted once.
Speaker 4 Comment: “It’s okay. Fidget at least I interpret it to have
multiple movements.”

(72)

The girl was giggling but something upset her so she only giggled once.
Speaker 4 Comment: “That one doesn’t bug me other than that I don’t like
your sentence structure, I feel like giggle is like a plural in itself, like it
could be a single incident with multiple little I don’t know what you call
them, single little tiny laughs.”

In (73) below it is shown that Speaker 4 had different grammatical acceptability
of a predicate falling into the uni-directional sub-category:
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(73)

He was knocking on the door but someone answered so he only knocked
once.
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “No. I think he can knock once, but to call it knocking, I
think it’s more than once.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Okay, He started to knock thinking he would continue a bit
after one, he was interrupted. Thus okay to have a continued action and a one time
action.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “That’s just a weird sentence…You say 'he only knocked
once' implies that he knocked multiple times, so then it’s odd to at the end of it
come back and say 'he knocked once'.”

As (73) shows one speaker found the sentence to be grammatical; one speaker found the
sentence ungrammatical; and the other speaker found it questionable. As Speaker 4
explained, if someone was knocking on the door this uses the progressive form, which
makes it “odd” to then claim that knock only happened once. For this speaker it appeared
that knock did not have any internal sub-events or repetitions and thus iterativity could
not be canceled since nothing about the internal structure of knock indicated any kind of
“plural.” This reinforces my argument that there are differences within the lexical class of
semelfactives.
Overall predicates which fell into this second sub-category (knock, cough) do not
entail a cyclical return of the action involved, or internal plurality. When used with
progressive forms, repetition was external and thus not a form of internal plurality
resulting in an activity reading. Further the predicates of this sub-class do not have subevents as was seen with those with internal structure (shook, flapped, paced, paced the
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room, flashed, fidgeted, flickered, fluttered, giggled, shivered). As Figure 6 shows
predicates that were categorized into this sub-category were always grammatical with the
Once Test with no context. This along with speaker comments was most useful in
categorizing predicates into this sub-category.
Figure 6 Uni-Directional Predicate Test Results
Predicates
Once test
Once test
Once test
(no context)
(uni-directional (cyclical
context)
context)
pounded
Yes
coughed
Yes
Yes
No
knocked
Yes
-

Cancellation
Test
No

3.4 Plurality of Participants
The third sub-category of semelfactive predicates are those which require
plurality of participants. Semelfactives with plurality of participants are perhaps
somewhere in between those with internal structure and those which are uni-directional.
Semelfactives with plural participants do have event plurality but do not necessarily
involve internal structure in the same way as those in Section 3.2 above.
Predicates of this sub-category were identified by testing two different predicates
with similar definitions in order to determine if one was more grammatical when used
with plural participants. I tested the two similar predicates gleam and glitter, with plural
participants such as snow and singular participants such as metal, mirror, diamond and
gold coin to determine if there was a preference among speakers for one predicate over
the other based on plurality. In the first test I asked participants if they had a preference
between the two sentences or if they found them to be equally acceptable. By testing for a
preference the goal was to determine if there was an entailment of plurality of
participants or not. An illustrative example can be seen in (74), (75), (76) and (77):

63

(74) The snow gleamed./ The snow glittered.
Speaker 1
Glittered
Speaker 2

Both

Speaker 3

Glittered

Speaker 4

Both

Speaker 5

Glittered

Speaker 2 Comment: “I like glittered but they both sound okay”
Speaker 4 Comment: “Really don’t have a preference, seem about the same to
me”
(75) The metal gleamed/ The metal glittered
Speaker 1
Gleamed
Speaker 2

Gleamed

Speaker 3

Glittered

Speaker 4

Both

Speaker 5

Gleamed

(76) The diamond gleamed/ The diamond glittered
Speaker 1
Glittered
Speaker 2

Glittered

Speaker 3

Glittered

Speaker 4

Glittered

Speaker 5

Gleamed

Speaker 3 Comment: “Gleam would be a continued steady state of brightness and
glittered would have twinkling. Generally a diamond has facets that cause the
light to change as the diamond or light source moves. If I was writing I would
probably use glittered.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “I think I lean more towards the diamond glittered. I guess I
feel that glittered is more of a plural, little reflections of light, I guess gleamed
could be but not necessarily.”
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(77) The gold coin gleamed/ The gold coin glittered
Speaker 1
Gleamed
Speaker 2

Gleamed

Speaker 3

Gleamed

Speaker 4

Gleamed

Speaker 5

Gleamed

Speaker 2 Comment: “Diamonds should glitter, gold should gleam”
Speaker 3 Comment: “To me gleamed is a steady state, glittering could be steady
or the changing light variations caused by motion of the coin or the light source. If
I was writing it a shiny coin sitting still I would use gleamed.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “I would prefer gleamed, yeah like a diamond is typically
cut and has lots of different faces and paths for reflection and refraction whereas a
gold coin is typically a fairly flat surface and opaque so you don’t have internal
refraction”

In (74) we see that three speakers preferred glitter with a mass noun like snow while two
did not have any preference. In (75) three speakers preferred gleamed while another
preferred glittered, and one found both equal. This variation was perhaps due to a
difference in how the speaker viewed metal though, since the speaker who preferred
glitter explained that metal can have multiple points of light (see (78) below). In (76) four
speakers preferred glitter with diamond. One speaker suggested that glitter was more
“plural.” One speaker preferred gleamed in this case. All speakers preferred gleam for the
sentence in (77). One speaker explained that a gold coin is less likely to involve multiple
reflections of light than a diamond is. Another speaker reiterated that “diamonds should
glitter, gold should gleam.” One of the speakers also provided an additional explanation
of how they defined these terms:

(78)

“Glittered is more like it has little pixels or tiny little points that glitter
whereas gleam is a large area like a glare, glitter has small points of light
changing as well, gleam I don’t necessarily see motion with it or a
change”
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This explanation indicates that the speaker understands glitter to involve the reflection of
light off of multiple surfaces. Overall it appears that predicates such as glitter require a
plurality of participants for some speakers, whereas predicates like gleam do not.
The predicates gleam and glitter were also used with the Once Test to see if
speakers found either form ungrammatical. By using this test the goal was to determine
whether predicates with plurality of participants also entailed event plurality. This is
based on Corbett’s (2000) argument that plurality of participants inherently involves a
plurality of the event as the event is happening to each participant individually.
The results of the Once Test for these predicates is somewhat varied, with
speakers finding it “odd.” Examples are given in (79) and (80) below:

(79) The snow glittered once
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

?

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “I guess it works”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Seems odd”
Speaker 5 Comment: “That seems like an odd statement”
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(80) The snow gleamed once
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*

Speaker 3

*

Speaker 4

*

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 2 Comment: “It’s hard to think of gleaming being only once because it
seems like something that would go on for a while, I’m leaning toward no.”
Speaker 3 Comment: “Seems odd”
Speaker 4 Comment: “That seems kind of odd as well”

In (79) and (80) speakers overall did not like either gleamed or glittered with the Once
test. It is possible, however, that the fact that both predicates tended to be judged
ungrammatical was due to the use of the subject mass noun snow. The noun snow might
force a plurality of participants reading which indicates multiple events are occurring.
I also tested whether there was a preference for the type of participant involved.
This was similar to the test in (74)-(77) above in which speakers were provided with two
sentences and asked if they found them equally acceptable or if they preferred one over
the other. In this case I tested three predicates that were similar in definition (shine,
sparkle and shimmer) and presented them in sentences with different participants (sun,
sand and water). The goal was to determine if the use of different participants had any
effect on speaker's preference and what it might indicate about the predicates if they did.
Illustrative examples are provided in (81), (82) and (83):
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(81) The sun shines/The sun sparkles/The sun shimmers
Speaker 1
Shimmers
Speaker 2

Shines

Speaker 3

Shimmers

Speaker 4

Shines

Speaker 5

Shines

Speakers 3 Comment: “The sun shimmers is more poetic, shimmer implies either
motion or changing intensity at some kind of rate, shine I think of something
more static.”
(82)

The sand shines in the sun/The sand sparkles in the sun/The sun shimmers
in the sun
Speaker 1
Shimmers
Speaker 2

Sparkles

Speaker 3

Sparkles

Speaker 4

All

Speaker 5

Sparkles

Speaker 3 Comment: “Sparkled I think would fit just fine, I think because it’s
small little points of light, that describes what sand typically does.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “I don’t have a preference for any of those. I feel like they
portray different meanings, the first one was the sand shines? The sand is just
bright. The second one was sparkles? It’s bright sand that someone threw glitter
all over it, there’s little points of light that are brighter. The third one was
shimmers? That almost seems like it’s really hot and there’s light refraction or
movement in the light or something.”
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(83)

The water shines in the sun/The water sparkles in the sun/The water
shimmers in the sun
Speaker 1
Sparkles
Speaker 2

Shimmers

Speaker 3
Speaker 4

Shimmer
or sparkle
All

Speaker 5

Shimmers

Speaker 3 Comment: “Shimmers I would still think there’s motion and ripples or
something like that, sparkle if you had a bunch of ice cubes in the water and had a
very broken surface it could sparkle. Doesn’t require motion but requires
patterning.”
Speaker 4 Comment: “I don’t think I have a preference for any of those, could
potentially have different portrayals, yeah portray different meanings, probably
having to do with how smooth the water is.”

These examples show that speakers did have a preference for the participants used with
different predicates. In (81) most speakers preferred shine although two preferred
shimmer. In (82) most speakers preferred sparkles although one preferred shimmers and
another found all three forms equal. In (83) two speakers preferred the predicate shimmer
with the participant water, one speaker suggested that either shimmer or sparkle would
work depending on context which indicates the preferences may not relate solely to the
participants involved but also to variations in definition. However, speakers have some
shared preferences for the participant that is being used with each predicate.
Plurality of participant was also seen by presenting speakers with sentences in
which the predicate used was the same but the plurality of the participant varied. The goal
was to determine whether or not an entailment of plurality is associated with the
predicate. For this I used the predicate batter and varied the participant doing the batter
act as well as the number of participants, to determine whether the results would vary.
This is illustrated in (84), (85) and (86) below:
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(84) The wind battered the tree once
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

*/?

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

?

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “No, I think it would have to blow a little bit more
than…I’m kind of so-so on that one”
Speaker 4 Comment: “It seems a little odd to say the wind did something once”
Speaker 5 Comment: “No that sounds weird”
(85) The waves battered the boat once
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

?

Speaker 4

?

Speaker 5

√

Speaker 1 Comment: “No that sounds weird”
Speaker 2 Comment: “Yeah, I think that’s okay. If it’s a big enough wave or big
enough gust of wind.”
Speaker 3 Comment: I guess that’s okay, its kind of different”
Speaker 4 comment: “That one doesn’t seem quite as odd as the wind”
(86) A wave battered the boat once
Speaker 1
*
Speaker 2

√

Speaker 3

√

Speaker 4

√

Speaker 5

*

Speaker 2 Comment: “Yeah it could be a giant wave like a tidal wave”
Speaker 3 Comment: “That’s probably better”

Most of the participants found the sentence in (84) unacceptable. One participant
specified that they did not think the wind could do something once and another was
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uncertain. In (85) only two speakers found the sentence grammatically acceptable while
two others found it unacceptable and one found it questionable. For one speaker the
grammaticality appeared to have more to do with the size of the wave or wind gust than
any other factors. Another felt that this was better than the sentence in (84). In (86), three
speakers found the sentence grammatically acceptable while two did not. Again one of
the speakers felt that the size of the wave affected the possibility of this. Overall this
shows that speakers may have a preference for the number of participants involved in an
action. In the case of batter it would appear that a majority of the speakers preferred a
singular participant over a plural participant.
Overall the tests indicate some entailment for plurality of participants with certain
predicates (glitter, sparkle). This can be seen in the fact that when testing the same
predicate with both plural and non-plural participants as well as when testing the same
participant with a variety of predicates, speakers often had similar judgements about
which ones could occur together which supports the argument that a third sub-category of
semelfactives based on plurality of participants. Figure 7 below shows that speakers
overall did not find the Once Test grammatical with predicates of this sub-category. Also
the Preference Test with plural or mass nouns indicated that some predicates were
preferred by speakers with these nouns rather than with singular nouns, indicating that a
plurality of participants is encoded in the predicate. Overall the negative responses to the
Once Test and the results of the Preference Test were most helpful in categorizing
predicates into this sub-category.
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Figure 7 Plurality of Participant Predicate Test Results
Predicates
Once test
Preference Test Preference Test
(no context)
(plural or mass (singular noun)
noun)
Glittered
No*
Yes
gleamed
No*
Yes
Shines
Yes
Sparkles
Yes
shimmers
Yes
Battered
No*
No Majority
Yes

3.5 Summary
The sub-categories of semelfactive predicates illustrate variation which occurs
within the aspectual class of semelfactives. These predicates do have the features which
define semelfactives (no change of state and single occurrence). However, I argue that
semelfactives with internal plurality support Rothstein’s claim that semelfactives have
internal structure and therefore cannot be instantaneous. If semelfactive predicates are not
identified by the feature 'instantaneous' then it is necessary for the addition of another
feature in order to distinguish semelfactives from activities. Since 'single occurrence' is
listed in definitions of semelfactive (Smith 1997, Rothstein 2004), but not presented as a
binary feature, I propose the addition of the feature 'atomicity' to account for this.
Semelfactive predicates with internal plurality also illustrate the importance of defining
‘single occurrence’, since plurality is occurring within that single occurrence.
By categorizing semelfactives into these sub-categories it is possible to account
for variations within the class of semelfactive. This is similar to Nesset’s (2013) proposal
of a radial definition. In Nesset’s framework, prototypical semelfactives differ from
peripheral semelfactives in their variations from the standard semelfactive features.
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Figure 8 below illustrates the sub-categories each of the predicates discussed in
this section were categorized into. Figure 9 illustrates how each sub-category of
predicates performed on the tests used.

Figure 8 Semelfactive Sub-Categories
Internal Plurality

Uni-directional

Plurality of
Participants

MULTIPLE SUB-

REPETITIVE SUB-

EVENTS

EVENTS

shook, flapped,

fluttered, giggled,
knock, cough

paced, paced the

shivered

room, flashed,
fidgeted
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glitter, sparkle

Figure 9 Predicate Type Test Results
Internal Plurality

Once Test
(N.C.)

MULTIPLE
SUB-EVENTS
(flapped)
Varied
(Yes, No,
Maybe)
No

Uni-directional
(knocked)

REPETITIVE
SUB-EVENTS
(fluttered)
Varied
(Yes, No,
Maybe)
No

Yes

Plurality of
Participants
(glittered)

No

Once Test
Yes
(U.D.C.)
Once Test
Yes
No
No
(C.C.)
Once Test
No
Yes
No
(R.C.E.C)
Cancellation
Varied
Varied (Yes,
No
Test
(Yes, No)
No)
Preference
Yes
Test (plural or
mass nouns)
Preference
No
Test (singular
noun)
N.C. – no context, U.D.C. - uni-directional context, C.C. – cyclical context, R.C.E.C. –
repeated cyclical event context
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4. Conclusions, Implications and Issues for Further Research
4.1 Conclusions
In this thesis I have argued that the aspectual class of semelfactives can be divided
into three sub-categories: (i) internal plurality semelfactives, (ii) uni-directional
semelfactives, and (iii) plurality of participant semelfactives. These sub-categories are
based on internal structures of the predicates identified via a series of tests.
While the predicates tested still have the features of [-telic] and [+dynamic] which
Smith identified as being features of semelfactives, I argue against Smith’s feature of [durative] as the internal structure of predicates belonging to the internal plurality subcategory indicate that semelfactives are not instantaneous. I argue that it is problematic to
attribute the feature of instantaneity to an event which is observed to have internal
structure and occurs over a discernable period of time.

4.2 Implications
By looking at these variations we can gain a better understanding of the
description of semelfactives being single occurrences of repeated events (Smith 1997,
Rothstein 2004). While Smith states that semelfactives are a single occurrence of a
repeated event, there is no binary feature which accounts for this in her model. However,
if semelfactives are not instantaneous as I propose, then there is no binary feature in
Smith’s model to distinguish semelfactives from activities. This could be rectified with
the addition of a feature for single occurrence such as atomicity (Moens 1987). The
usefulness of such a feature is also supported by this thesis in the discussion of the

75

internal plurality sub-category. The fact that semelfactives can have internal plurality
indicates the importance of a count feature.
This thesis proposes that there is variation across predicates in the class of
semelfactives. The proposed sub-categories show the importance of considering
variations within the category such as Nesset (2013) presented in his radial theory of
semelfactives. I propose that semelfactives fall on a spectrum between activities and
achievements, with semelfactives of shorter duration being more achievement-like and
those of longer duration being more activity -ike. Thus, internal plurality semelfactives
(e.g., flap and flutter) are more closely related to activities while uni-directional
semelfactives (e.g., cough and knock) are closer to achievements.
This thesis and the tests used within it have implications for the determination of
semelfactive predicates and their entailments in other languages by utilizing tests that
look at the internal structure of predicates which take a morphological semelfactive
marker (in languages like Russian) that don’t match the features proposed in the
literature. Using tests to identify the internal structure of semelfactives could help lead to
a more universal definition of the features associated with the lexical class of
semelfactive.

4.3 Issues for Further Research
This thesis also leads to several areas for further research. First, expanding upon
the tests used herein and utilizing them across an increased number of speakers would be
beneficial in order to verify that the generalizations carry across an increase in
participants.
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It would also be helpful to utilize these tests across an even wider selection of
predicates including those which have been categorized into other lexical aspect classes
such as activity and achievement in order to see how they pattern with these tests.
Finally, since verbal plurality is proposed as a feature of a sub-class of
semelfactive predicates, it could be valuable to look at whether the differing types of
verbal plurality such as internal plurality and plurality of participants would interact with
the other Aktionsart classes. If a feature marking the plurality of semelfactives such as
atomicity was added to the binary features of the Aktionsart classes, it would be
important to analyze how the other classes would interact with such a feature. In other
words, whether each of the other lexical aspect classes would be [+atomicity] or [atomicity].
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